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Making STEM Accessible in the 
Texas Hill Country

Schreiner University - a Hispanic-Serving Institution - is striving 
to support academic and professional success with an initiative 
to enhance opportunities for Hispanic and low-income students 
interested in Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics 
(STEM) fields.

Schreiner applied for and received $5.6M in funding from the U.S. 
Department of Education Title III, Part F. HSI-STEM Grant. 

Schreiner University has degree programs that correspond with 
the following STEM fields: Biology, Chemistry, Biochemistry, 
Computer Information Technology, Engineering, Mathematics and 
Psychology. 

One quarter of the funding is dedicated to building the STEMZONE, 
a hub or central place in which students will have access to multiple 
STEM learning support resources, be exposed to leading scientists 
and mathematicians, and be encouraged to attend topic specific 
workshops.  

The STEMZONE facility will be designed as a comfortable, 
collaborative and interactive space with the following areas: student 
common area, multi-functional rooms, a student and faculty 
collaborative space, a dedicated Mathematics research and work 
space, and an advanced computer laboratory. 

The Mathematics space will serve as a thought laboratory where 
discussions of Game Theory, Statistical Models for circadian 
rhythms, and Astronomical intergalactic analysis will initiate 
equation manipulation to solve real world problems and explore 
unprecedented solutions. 

“In these spaces students will practice problem solving, teamwork, 
and as some would call ‘soft skills’ that will make them more 
competitive in the workforce,” said Dr. Kiley Miller, HSI-STEM 
Grant Director. “As ‘soft’ as these skills may seem, they can be 
difficult to incorporate into an individual’s habits.” 

The student common area is designed for student-to-student 
interactions with versatile work surfaces. The multi-functional 
spaces will be used for student or faculty led small group interactions. 
The rooms will be outfitted with ample work areas and audio/visual 
capabilities for the ever-changing world of communication.

The student and faculty collaborative space will provide manipulatives 
(models and practice systems) for physical explanation and further 
understanding, as well as surfaces for students and faculty to interact 
in innovative ways. 

The innovative computer laboratory will serve as space for students 
to explore virtual chemical, engineering, statistical, mathematical, 
and cyber-networking models. All these spaces and the 
STEMZONE programming will be facilitated by the STEMZONE 
Coordinator, Tanya Jimenez, and her team of STEM Student 
Success Coaches. 

“One may ask themselves, how does the new STEMZONE facility 
and programming serve other areas of Schreiner University?” stated 
Miller. “STEMZONE personnel and programming, although 
funded through the U.S. Department of Education HSI-STEM 
Grant, now report to the Office of Student Success. We at Schreiner 
University feel that it is a natural fit for the directives of STEM fields 
to align with the goals of degree achievement, student academic 
progress, and student career satisfaction.”

“In the coming months, you will begin to see the new space come 
to life with students,” Miller went on to say. Schreiner expects 
construction to be complete by Spring 2019. 
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Three years into Sacramento State’s first 
grant-funded initiative as a federally 
designated Hispanic Serving Institution 
(HSI), the University is seeing improvements 
in graduation rates for Hispanic, first-
generation, low-income and other 
underrepresented college students.

Project INSPIRE – Institutional Networks for (Student) Success, 
(Peer) Programs and Instructional Redesign Efforts – was launched 
in 2015 to increase graduation rates for Hispanic and other 
underrepresented students and reduce “equity gaps,” which are 
the differences in graduation rates between those groups and the 
University average.

Since then, the six-year graduation rate for Hispanic students has 
increased from 43 percent to 53 percent. These improvements also 
have been seen: for all underrepresented students, 38 percent to 50 
percent; for low-income students, 37 percent to 49 percent; and for 
first-generation students, 38 percent to 49 percent. 

In all instances, equity gaps have been significantly narrowed; for 
Hispanic students, the gap was eliminated.

“It’s a milestone to have 25 percent or more Hispanic students 
enrolled at Sacramento State, but it’s a responsibility to effectively 
serve them and be an institution that embraces an HSI identity,” said 
Lynn Tashiro, director of the Center for Teaching and Learning. She 
and Vice President of Student Affairs Ed Mills are the co-principal 
investigators of the federal grant funding Project INSPIRE.

“It’s remarkable to see the progress that has been made through 
efforts across the campus to support these students,” Tashiro said.

Project INSPIRE is funded through a $2.4 million grant from the 
U.S. Department of Education. Sac State became eligible for the 
funding in 2013, the first year Hispanic students made up 25 percent 
of its enrollment. Upon being awarded the funding, the University 
became a federally designated Hispanic Serving Institution.

The initiative has two major components. The first is a linked 
network of new and existing peer programs, such as student-
provided advising and mentoring, that allows the programs to better 
collaborate and support Hispanic, first-generation, low-income and 
other underrepresented students. Examples include the Peer Assisted 
Learning program, the Supplementary Instruction program, the 
Full Circle Project, and the First-Year Experience, which received 
support from the INSPIRE grant to staff a study and meeting space 
in the library. The grant also funds student salaries for 15 student 
peer programs.

Campus administration, faculty and staff does not reflect the 
student body’s diversity, Tashiro said. But the peer programs provide 
underrepresented students with diverse student leadership and 
resources, helping them navigate academic and non-academic parts 
of the college experience.

“A student may not feel comfortable telling a faculty member or 
an advisor about something they are struggling with, but they will 
confide in a peer in a way that is very different,” she said. “A peer 
can also effect more change, for example, by relating to the situation 
and saying, ‘I was in the same situation, and here’s how it played out 
for me.’ ”

The second component of Project INSPIRE is the Center for 
Learning and Student Success Analytics, which will research the 
effectiveness of these peer programs and provide guidance for 
decision-making and future projects.

As the Department of Education grant nears its end, Tashiro is 
looking toward the project’s future. As part of the grant, the federal 
government will contribute to an HSI Endowment fund and match 
dollar-for-dollar money the campus raises for the project, up to 
$275,000, for a total of $550,000. The University has begun a 
crowd-funding campaign in support of Project INSPIRE.

The hope, Tashiro says, is that with more than a half-million dollars 
in an endowment and funding from other sources, the programs that 
have shown promise in just a few years will be sustained.

In October, Congresswoman Doris Matsui, left, visited Sacramento State to learn 
about Project INSPIRE and meet with student peer mentors. (Sacramento State/
Andrea Price)
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Project to boost Hispanic graduation 
rates paying off


